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The Stamp Duties on Contracts of Assurance. 

J, HE recommendations made to and approved by the Select Com- 
mittee of 1853 on Friendly Societies,* with reference to the abolition 
or reduction of the duties payable in respect of policies for life 
assurance, have been acted upon more promptly than could well 
have been hoped for. The duties, it is true, have not been partly 
abolished in the way suggested, but the reduction now effected is so 
considerable as to make them fall very lightly upon those who will 
hereafter have to pay them. The effect of the late enactment will 
be seen from the following statement : — 

Stamp Duties on Policies of Assurance, whereby any insurance shall 
be made upon any life or lives, or upon any event or contingency 
relating to or depending upon any life or lives. 

Sum assured. New duty. 

£ s. d. 

Not exceeding £50 6 

Above £50, and not exceeding £100 1 

„ 100 „ 150 16 

„ 150 „ 200 2 

„ 200 „ 250 2 6 

„ 250 „ 300 3 

„ 300 „ 350 3 6 

„ 350 „ 400 4 

„ 400 „ 450 4 6 

,,450 „ 500 5 

„ 500 „ 600 6 

„ 600 „ 700 7 

„ 700 „ 800 8 

„ 800 „ 900 9 

„ 900 „ 1,000 10 

„ 1,000 „ 2,000 1 

„ 2,000 „ . 3,000 110 

„ 3,000 „ 4,000 2 

and so on ; a further duty of 10s. being payable in respect of every 
additional £1,000, or fractional part of j61,000. 

Contrasted with the duties hitherto payable, these are light 
enough ; so much so, indeed, that we believe most of the Offices 
will not think it worth while to make any demand from the assured 
on account of them ; particularly as they will be more than recom- 
pensed by the reduction effected in the ordinary receipt stamp ; and 
thus, except so far as any abstraction from the funds of Companies 

* nde Report of the Committee, p. 4; and Evidence, pp. 66, 67, 70, 71. 
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not wholly proprietary is more or less one from the assured, these 
latter will be relieved from payment of this tax altogether. 

These advantages are to be received thankfully; nevertheless, 
we cannot help wishing that the recommendation above alluded to, 
and which advocated the abolishing all stamps for sums under 
j6500, had been also acceded to. The revenue to be derived from 
the new duties must be quite insignificant ; whilst the inconvenience 
to all parties, arising from the necessity to provide such a variety of 
stamps, will be considerable. It is however to be hoped, that the 
present reduction is a step to the final abolition of these troublesome 
and, we should imagine, all but unproductive sources of income to 
the Government. 

The objections so justly made to heavy stamp charges on marine 
and life policies, which fortunately are now partially removed, apply 
with equal force to the onerous tax at present levied on fire insur- 
ances. It may be considered a happy augury, that all our recent 
commercial legislation points to a reduction of this heavy and 
obstructive impost. A duty of 3s. per cent., at a time when com- 
petition has reduced the premium for the best class of risks to 
Is. 6d. per cent., appears obviously, at the first glance, to be what 
it really is, a violation of all the sound principles lately acted upon 
in our fiscal policy. This first impression loses nothing of its force 
by a detailed examination. 

In the first place, the fire insurance duty is eminently partial ; 
it touches only the prudent and careful portion of the community. 
The practice of insurance, in all its various branches, has one quahty 
in common. To insure, is to make a present certain sacrifice to 
avoid a future but contingent loss. The man of forethought looks 
forward and calculates probabilities; the careless man leaves to 
chance risks which might be covered, but which may prove his utter 
ruin. It cannot surely require lengthened statements to show, that 
it is neither a wise nor moral social arrangement to lay a burden 
upon the provident which the careless and short-sighted altogether 
avoid. 

This primary objection, which applies to every tax of the kind, 
however small, becomes strikingly apparent in the case in question, 
by the disproportion of the duty levied to the actual chai'ge for 
premium required to cover the risk. In cases of compion hazard, 
the duty is double the premium. To insure j61,000 on a private 
house, the charge for premium is 15s. ; the duty levied, and paid 
at the same time, is 30s. : so that a man impelled by motives of 
prudence to reheve himself from a contingent risk, which highly 
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responsible parties are willing to cover for Is. 6d., is called upon to 
pay 3s. to the revenue, in order to give validity to the transaction. 

As it is quite understood that there is no task more difficult 
than to find a tax altogether free from some grave objections, it is 
not intended at present to advocate the entire repeal of the duty, 
but rather to point out in what manner a considerable reduction — 
say, to Is. per cent. — would benefit all the parties interested in the 
question. The assured, the Offices, the revenue, would have equal 
reason for congratulation on the common benefit derived from the 
proposed reduction. 

The assured class embraces all ranks and degrees of fortune to 
be found in our community. A prudent artisan presents himself to 
insure the modest furniture of his house or apartments for £100. 
The Office is quite ready to accept 3s. per annum for premium, but 
this charge is immediately doubled by the duty. 

It will be observed that the premium in the case of small 
amounts is higher than for larger sums ; but it is to be borne in 
mind that the expense and trouble to the Office for small insurances 
bear a much larger ratio to the premium than for larger sums. 
The same printed receipts, entries, postages, notices for renewal, 
indorsements, are necessary ; but no one who knows the course of 
business can doubt that a reduction of duty would bring such an 
increased number of pohcies of this class, that a considerable reduc- 
tion of premium might be confidently expected to follow. The case 
of the honest and hard-working classes, as to insurance, is often 
made painfully apparent. Whenever a fire happens in a crowded 
neighbourhood, the most indubitable evidence is always furnished 
of the general neglect by the labouring classes of this act of prudent 
precaution. To such an extent, indeed, does this happen, that 
appeals to the public sympathy for pecuniary relief are quite a 
conimon appendage to the public notice of the calamity. 

The middle and mercantile classes find alno in the high duty 
reasons either for altogether neglecting insuring, or reducing the 
amount of their policies to an imprudently low level. The tax 
becomes, in proportion to other rates, really a serious item of charge 
— a per centage upon the rental of houses, equal to the property 
tax. The tenant of a house of £50 per annum, holding on lease, 
probably insures for £500 on the building and £500 on the con- 
tents. The duty is 30s., or a little beyond the amount of the 
property tax chargeable for the house. 

The higher grades of the mercantile community equally find an 
onerous burden in the insurance duty. A wholesale dealer, at a 
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rent of £200 a year, will probably have jE10,000 worth of stock. 
The duty of j615 a year makes a permanent tax of Is. 6d. in the 
pound, in addition to his rent. The importing merchant, no less 
than the smaller dealers, feels the effect of duty on his general 
charges. For example : the warehouse rent he would have to pay, in 
first class warehouses, for i6 1 0,000 worth of raw silk, may be stated 
to be for six months j616. 5s. The insurance duty adds directly 
£7. 10s. to the charge for warehouse rent. 

When it is considered that these heavy duty charges are volun- 
tarily paid by the prudent classes with a view only to provide against 
a future and altogether uncertain calamity, it can excite no surprise 
whatever when we learn that but a small proportion of the whole pro- 
perty of the country is at this moment insured. The extent to which 
the business of the Insurance Companies is obstructed can scarcely 
be estimated. Large properties and estates are frequently left wholly 
uninsured; the owners, who would willingly pay the moderate 
premium required, revolting altogether at the 200 per cent, addition 
of duty. Large bulks of merchandise are kept uncovered for the 
same reason. But a still greater drawback for the Companies is, 
that among their own insurers the amounts are so cut down and 
reduced to meet the duty charge, that the sums insured bear no fair 
ratio or proportion to the value of the property covered. The great 
majority of claims are made for partial losses, or for sums short of 
the sum covered ; and, not being settled upon the^ro ratd or average 
principle, the adverse operation of this general system of under- 
insurance upon the interests of the Companies does not stand in 
need of further explanation. An under-insurance of any risk is, as 
far as their interests are concerned, a virtual reduction of the rate 
of premium paid. 

The question of the Finance Minister, to whom the difficulties 
of the assured are of little weight, and the complaints of the Com- 
panies still less, will probably be — what prospect is there of the tax 
recovering a reduction of the extent proposed ? The grounds for 
such an expectation have been already stated. A large proportion 
of the insurable property of the country is left wholly uninsured ; 
and of that which is nominally covered, only a small per centage is 
actually insured. 

Only the most general statements can be made as to the facts. 
A short time since, an account was taken in London, for one whole 
year, of the proportion of insured to uninsured properties that were 
destroyed or damaged by fire in that year. The following were the 
results : — 
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Properties. 

Insured — Buildings 914 

„ Contents 609 

1,523 

Not insured — Buildings 197 

„ Contents 404 

601 

Unknown 12 

Total 2,136 

So that in London, which is known to be the very centre of the 
insurance business, we find not less than four tenths of all the 
moveable property wholly uncovered ; and in reference to both that 
class of property and the buildings, it is probably no exaggeration 
to state, that in the cases where they were insured they were not 
covered for 50 per cent, of their insurable value. 

Estimates have been made, taken from the valuation for the 
police rate and other general assessments, showing satisfactorily 
that not one half of the value of the property in the metropolis and 
suburbs is insured ; and it is an undisputed fact, that in no part of 
the country is the habit of insurance so general as in those districts. 

It is quite sufficient to take a glance at the gross amount of the 
duty paid, and observe the little progress that it makes, to be quite 
satisfied that the excessive duty is doing a fatal work. Take, for 
example, the last five years. The returns distinguish the sums paid 
by the London Companies from those paid by the provincial. 

1847. 1848. 1849. 1850. 1851. 
^ j£ £ dS £ 

London Offices .. 738,021 740,794 755,055 782,003 800,740 
Country Offices .. 346,436 339,494 344,106 347,589 354,863 

1,084,456 1,080,288 1,099,161 1,129,592 1,155,603] 

Now let anyone reflect upon the progress that has been made 
during those five years in the creation of insurable property — the 
houses that have been built and furnished — the mills, manufactories, 
and machinery that have been erected — the enormous stocks in the 
hands of our importing and general dealers and merchants — and he 
will have, without further statements, a tolerably clear idea of the 
depressing and impeding efifect of this most burdensome and mis- 
chievous impost. 

Many interesting facts might be added, bearing on the same 
point ; but enough has been already said to call public attention to 
the subject, and also to justify the confident expectation expressed, 
that it would require but a short time to make up the loss to the 
revenue occasioned by the proposed reduction. 



